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The Mexican government has proposed sharply reducing the amount of money allocated to fund
the Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC), the trilateral environmental agency created
under the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).
President Vicente Fox's administration would like to reduce the amount of funding contributed
by Mexico to the CEC to about US$1.2 million annually from the current level of US$3 million.
The Fox's government's proposal to cut CEC funds is tied to its 2006 budget proposal, which
includes a reduction of 32% in funding for the Secretaria de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales
(SEMARNAT). The CEC funding is channeled through SEMARNAT.
Fox's decision to slice SEMARNAT's budget came just days after his state-of-the-union speech, in
which he listed a handful of actions by his administration to protect the environment, including
initiatives to reverse deforestation, curb air pollution, and promote the creation of protected
areas. This year's presidential address was one of the briefest in recent history (see SourceMex,
2005-09-07).
Environmental advocates say the move to reduce funds for SEMARNAT, including the CEC, is
a clearer indication of the administration's true intentions regarding the environment. Fox, they
say, reflects the pro-business values of the center-right Partido Accion Nacional (PAN). "The PAN
members who have headed SEMARNAT have shown little interest in protecting the environment,"
said the Mexico City daily newspaper La Jornada, pointing out that the legacy of the Fox government
has been deregulation and development, even in environmentally sensitive regions.

Environmental advocates fear demise of agency
There is particular concern that reducing the CED funds could severely weaken the agency, as its
statutes require that Mexico, the US, and Canada each provide equal amounts of funding. "The cost
of environmental degradation in Mexico has been US$36 billion annually since 1985," said Kevin
Gallagher, author of Free Trade and the Environment: Mexico, NAFTA and Beyond. "The CEC's
total budget is just US$9 million a year, and that has been declining in real terms."
This severe reduction in CEC funding has raised concerns in the environmental community that
the agency could disappear altogether. "The commission is a critical component in defending the
environment, in part because it was designed in response to the public's insistence on a mechanism
to make sure that the entrenchment of free trade in North America would not come at the expense
of Mother Nature," said environmentalist Talli Nauman, founder and co-director of Journalism to
Raise Environmental Awareness.
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The Fox government's decision is somewhat surprising, as Mexico has probably benefited more than
its NAFTA partners from the agency's actions. Among other things, the agency was instrumental in
helping Mexico phase out the use of the deadly toxic pesticides DDT and lindane, and assisted in
securing a presidential declaration to designate the Cozumel Reefs as a protected area. The CEC has
also investigated improper disposal of toxic materials in Tijuana (see SourceMex, 2000-05-24) and
has issued a study linking high levels of air pollution with childhood deaths in Ciudad Juarez (see
SourceMex, 2003-12-10).
The CEC recently announced plans to prepare a comprehensive report on how the environment
affects the health of 125 million children in North America. The commission has also been involved
in the effort to protect Mexican native corn varieties from US imports of genetically modified (GM)
corn (see SourceMex, 2004-03-17 and 2004-09-22). Furthermore, CEC data has been instrumental in
helping the Mexican government develop an industrial toxins-release inventory.

An important venue for citizen input
More importantly, environmental advocates say the CEC offers one of the few venues for the public
to provide input on environmental policy in Mexico. "The effective application of environmental
laws and social participation are at risk with the 60% reduction in the CEC budget," said Gustavo
Alanis Ortega, president of the Centro Mexicano de Derecho Ambiental (CEMDA).
Among the citizen complaints brought before the CEC is the controversy regarding plans by
multinational company Chevron Corp. to build a liquefied natural gas (LNG) terminal on the
Coronado Islands off the coast of Baja California. The complaining organizations say the terminal
could cause major disruptions to wildlife in the area (see SourceMex, 2005-05-18).
CEMDA and other major environmental and trade-justice groups in Mexico including Greenpeace
Mexico, the Red Mexicana de Accion Frente al Libre Comercio (RMALC), and the International
Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) accused Fox of acting in concert with US President George W.
Bush's administration to weaken the CEC. In early September, this coalition launched an official
campaign not only to save the CEC but also to strengthen the agency, particularly by promoting
increased dialogue between governments and citizens on environmental matters.
The coalition will press its case at the CEC's Joint Public Advisory Committee (JPAC) meetings in
Mexico City in early October and in Montreal at the end of November. Some environmental experts
say the CEC has been too weak since its inception to ensure proper environmental protection in
Mexico. The lack of a comprehensive environmental policy on the part of the Mexican government
to match the anticipated industrial growth contributed more than anything to the country's
environmental degradation.
"During 1985-1999, spending on environmental protection in Mexico decreased by 50% in real
terms and the number of plant-level environmental inspections decreased by 45%," said Gallagher.
"World Bank studies show that plant-level inspections are key to ensuring environmental
protection." (Sources: NAFTA Commission for Environmental Cooperation, www.cec.org;
EcoAmericas, 02/05; La Jornada, 09/05/05, 09/06/05; The Herald-Mexico City, 09/19/05)
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